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By LAURENCE STERIN

CORDINARILY THIS AGENCY docs not
yespond to public criticism,” the CIA’s
general counsel wrote the general eoun-
gel of Harper & Row publishing conw
pany last July 5. “However in this case
we are under the strongest direclive to
support the U.S. government’s effort
-against the infernational narcotics traffic
and are bending every effort fo do so.
We helieve we cannot stand by and sce
baseless criticism designed to underining
confidence in {hat effort without {rying
fo set the record straight, ...

The subjeet of this extraordinary letter
was The Politics of Heroin in Southeast
Asia by Alfred W. McCoy, a doctoral
candidate at Yale University. Harper &
Row provided the CIA with advance
proofs of the hook and after rcceiving
a statement of rebuffal covering several

{ MeCoy’s allegations of Agency involve-
ment in opium {raffic, the hook was
published. .

If the intervention had any cffect, it
has probably been fo boost the sales of
McCoy’s book; certainly -5t {urned its
-publication into something of a cause
célébre: Perhaps the Agency would have

©Detter served its own interests by follow- -

ing the time-honored intelligence precept
of maintaining silence in times of adver-
sity, Public accountability has never heen
Its strongest game, )

By its nature as one of the world's
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opinm and heroin {rail is heavily cano-
pied with underworld and official se-
crecy. In the Golden Triangle region of
northeastern Buria, northem Thailand

T and northern Laos, the principal opiom
©growing and processing area in Southeast

Asig, the traffic is fed by highlend tribes,

Sminor warlords and pavamilitary sol-

diers, and it is controlled by hish-ranking
officials of the three couniries, This dis-

“{ribution system lod heroin into the veins

of American soldiers im Vieinam and into
{he international heroin stveam {hat stic-
LAURENCE STERN 1s the roving foreign
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faces terminally in the gheltos and suh-
urhs of the Unied States.
McCoy has done a sturdy and compre-

hensive reporting job, Ye las inler

viewed Amcrican and Southeast Asian
sources who cither played a divect role
i1y the opium fraffic or are highly come-
petent to talk abont it. It is his argument
that when the United States cmbarked
on the geopaolitical objeclive of trying o
contain Chinese and Nortl Vietnamese

“power at {heir borders in Southeast Asia,
it slipped inexorably into the narcotics
Ctraflfic.

The international market hed been
created long hefore Dy the Furopean cos
Jonial poweys, chiefly Dritain and France.
Great Britain in the late 18th century
took the first big step toward internation-
alization of the Asian drug ivaflie by
establishing .a  government{ monopoly
over India’s opium barvest, helping fi-
nance the regime of the Raj hy taxing
the product, and beginning the massive
export of Indian opium into China. When
Chinese imperial authorities {ried to stop
it, Britain, with its gunships, blasted open
the Chinese ports te Enropean trade and

Indian opium during the Opium . War of

1839 to 1842,

Under the {forced infusions of uplum
from British-ruled India the Chinese im-
ports rose from a Jevel of 340 tons in
the first decade of the 18lh century to
6,500 tons by 1880. It was in this period
that the Chinese hegan a large-seale pro-
gram of domeslic opium production,
much of it in the outlying provinces of

‘Szechwan and Yunan. By the heginning

of the 20th century, China had an addict
population of 15 million. The wave of
Chinese migrations inlo Southeast Asia
spread the scourge of addiction souths
ward. o

The French played a similar role in
expanding and monopolizing opium pro-
duction under colonial authority, Cen-
turies before the French arvived the Meo

“{ribal people cultivated and smoked ¢pi-

ne
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uny, but mwore as a ceremonial infoxicant
than io achieve the stupefaction of “iv-

eveninally Deearoe a major chal

con-
Yies escaped their wretched life eycle of
toil, poverty and disease, The French
established their own monapoly and con-
verted the Bieo poppy harvests into an
important cash crop which was taxed
and seld to the growing addict populs-
tion of Indochina. By the beginning of
World War 'Two, &ecording to JcCoy's
research, there were some 2,500 opium
dens in fudochina serving about 160,000
addicts.

The Viet Minl war of Independence
fenge @
Tpench political rule end 3 drain on the
colonial. cconomy, In countering (heir
guerrilla movement the French furned
to 1he Meo fribul peoples in the Laotian
bighlands and to iheir poppy barvests,
Meo opium hecame an imporiavt facton .
both in financing the war and in coment-
ing the loyallies of the {ribal gnorvilas
fighting on the Lrench side, 3
Jates the case of the French Expedition-
gry Corps’ “Operation X" a fop-seevet

P
project for the collection and {ransport
of Aeo opigm jnto the Saigon markets
where it-was furned over to the Dinh
Xuyen, an underworld secret sociely.
which the French oceupation authoriii

a8

permitied to take over civil authority in
‘Saigon. By the fime American influcnce

replaced the Fremch militory presence,
the poppy was the main cash crop in the
Golden Triangle, the opium economy was
fully developed, and there were wolls
rutled patterns for dealing with the tri-
bal mountain guerrillas who had been
enlisted by the Freneh in the war against
the Pathet Lao and Vieamese Cominu-
nist insurgents, ) '

Here the argument begins, 1MeCoy ag-
serts that Central Infelligence operations
became heavily involved in e opiums
heroin fraffic. Ile says that some of tha
Agency’s chief.Aslan operatives and-¢li-
ents controlled it and that the CIA’s con-.
fract airline, Air America, moved if to-
ward the ultimate markets, :

All this has Jong heen a matier of
conventional wisdom and surmise in the
hars and cmbassies of Vientiane, where
wags spoke of Air America as “Air Ople
umy” hut McCoy secks to decument the -
case wilh iunterviews (alas, some of the:
crucial ones anonymous) and hard evie
dence, . o

One of the most sensational allega-
tions it the ook is that Mco General
Vang Pao, the most important field con-
mander on the Royal Lao government
side, arranged for the delivery of 60
kilos of high grade Laotian heroin (worth

$13.5 million in New York) to Princo-
Sopsaisana, - the Laotian ambassador-

(ie.signate to France in April 1971, Sop-
saisana relurned to Laos after French
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